part. 2 The ideal of heroism began evolving from its Victorian roots into a twentieth-century ideal as harsh and ruthless as the war that spawned it.
One aspect of the Victoria Cross that was not exactly new was using the award to atone for a guilty conscience. Redvers Buller had done as much for Freddy Roberts. The command incompetence and consequent wastage of the Great War gave many opportunities for commanders to express remorse through official channels. In March 1915 the lost possibilities of Neuve Chapelle -the lack of coordination and the failure to take Aubers Ridgeprovide the starting point for the changes afoot for heroism:
For three days and nights none of us got a wink of sleep, our nerves strung to the highest pitch waiting to charge every minute. We were in the trenches acting as a covering force to our 'regular' comrades, who attacked the German lines on Thursday morning; the 1st King's Liverpool's in that charge lost 200 men and officers, among the latter archdeacon Madden's son. Other regiments suffered heavily too, yet by their pluck our brave lads achieved their aim. Critics say Mons and Ypres were nothing to it. An inferno of artillery and rifle fire for hours. Our own trench was blown to pieces in parts, we had many wounded, and ten killed, how any of us lived through it is a marvel. We were all praised by the 'Regular Army' officers for our courage and the way we helped bring in the wounded, some of us being specially mentioned for decorations. I did my share in bringing in and succouring the wounded, and earned my Captain's praise. It is impossible to describe the scene, dead piled up in front, men crawling in with limbs blown off, and other horrible wounds. The Germans suffered just as heavily, though. Shall never forget these last few days, never. Every man who took part in it deserves the VC. On 12 March 1915 at Neuve Chapelle, France, when the advance of the battalion was impeded by wire entanglements and by very heavy machine-gun fire, Company Sergeant Major Daniels and another man [Noble] voluntarily rushed in front and succeeded in cutting the wires. They were both wounded at once, and the other man later died of his wounds.
